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HENRY JAMES was born in 1843 at 21 Washington Place in New York City. The son of Henry James Sr., a prominent intellectual, James was educated by tutors abroad. After a brief stint at Harvard Law School when he was nineteen, James concentrated on literature. He published his first short story, “A Tragedy of Errors,” at the age of twenty-one and soon became a contributor to The Nation and The Atlantic Monthly. He later moved to Paris, where wrote for the New York Tribune. From 1876 James lived in England, becoming a British citizen in 1915. He is renowned for his incisive portrayals of Americans living abroad.

Before his death in 1916, James wrote twenty novels, 112 short stories, and a dozen plays, in addition to literary criticism and travel writing, a body of work that benefits greatly from James’ gifts for psychology and philosophy—and from his occasional incorporation of paranormal elements. Among his most revered works are Daisy Miller, The Portrait of a Lady, The Bostonians, The Wings of the Dove, The Ambassadors, and his famous ghost story “The Turn of the Screw,” several of which have made their way to the big screen and all of which continue to resonate with modern readers.
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INTRODUCTION

[image: Images]

Washington Square was published in 1880, when Henry James was still in his thirties. James was born in 1843, and he had grown up in one of the most remarkable American families of the nineteenth century. He was, according to his older brother, William, “a member of the James family, and [had] no other country.” His father, Henry James, Sr., was a tireless spiritual seeker and a friend of Emerson, Lowell, and other major New England thinkers. William pursued an academic career of great distinction, shaping the development of the disciplines of psychology and philosophy as a professor at Harvard. The family’s only daughter, Alice, spent much of her short life as an invalid, but produced richly interesting letters and journals.

Henry James, Sr., provided his family with an eccentric but cosmopolitan education. As a child and adolescent, the younger Henry spent years traveling with his family throughout Europe, developing early on the habits of observation and analysis that would mark his mature fictional practice. Even as a teenager, he started to feel the call of a literary vocation; as he read the novels of Turgenev, George Eliot, and Balzac, he began to imagine himself in the company of such writers. He published his first short story in 1864, when he was barely twenty-one and the Civil War was still raging. When he died, over half a century later, in the midst of World War I, he had written more than twenty novels and over a hundred stories—several million words of fiction, together with scores of essays on art and literature, a dozen plays, travel books, biographies, memoirs, and thousands of letters. Many of his fellow writers called him “The Master,” in tribute to his tireless and lifelong dedication to the craft of fiction.

At the time he published Washington Square, James had reached a major turning point in his life and writing. Concluding that America did not offer the aesthetic traditions or the social complexity that significant art required, he resolved to settle permanently in Europe. This New York novel thus serves as a kind of valedictory to James’s native land, and it is set specifically in some of the places he had known as a boy. James was born on Washington Place, a small street on the Square’s eastern side. Soon afterwards, the family moved to West 14th Street, where they lived for the next dozen years. Many years later, in a memoir called A Small Boy and Others, James looked back with affection on what he called the “small warm dusky homogeneous world” of New York in the 1850s. The streets and sights around Washington Square were, in his own phrase, a kind of Eden. He wandered the city’s lanes and avenues and even some of its back alleys, usually in the company of his brother, William, peeking into houses and taverns, visiting Barnum’s American Museum and the circus, delighting in the smells of flowering trees and freshly-baked bread that filled the air in the blocks around his house. When he came to write Washington Square, James included an extended and nostalgic homage to his fond boyhood memories in the novel’s early pages:

I know not [comments the narrator] whether it is owing to the tenderness of early associations, but this portion of New York appears to many persons the most delectable. It has a kind of established repose which is not of frequent occurrence in other quarters of the long, shrill city; it has a riper, richer, more honorable look than any of the upper ramifications of the great longitudinal thorough-fare—the look of having had something of a social history.

Through his narrator, James is looking back at the pleasant images of his own childhood and at the same time recalling the more intimate scale of antebellum New York—taking the reader back to what he once called “a visitable past.” The three decades that separate the novel’s action from the time in which James wrote the story encompassed years of ferocious change. After the Civil War, the nation experienced the astonishing industrial and urban development that would transform the United States into the leading economic power in the world, and simultaneously transform New York into the world’s financial capital.

The New York of the novel is still a fairly quiet place, many of whose inhabitants know each other. The forces of change have already started to assert themselves: one of the characters talks about moving to some farmland uptown, building a new house, and waiting just a few years for the city to grow out to join him. Nonetheless, the general tenor of life in those years was slower, sensitive to custom and the idea of social norms.

As it must, evil intrudes on the tranquility of this Eden. In his novel, James introduces a small cast of characters, who engage each other in a decorous and almost noiseless struggle, which is nonetheless sustained, bitter, and ultimately destructive. The plot of Washington Square has the simplicity of old-fashioned melodrama: a plain-looking, good-hearted young woman, the only child of a rich widower, is pursued by a charming but unscrupulous man who seeks the wealth she will presumably inherit. On this well-worn and slender premise, Henry James constructed one of his most memorable novels, a story in which love is answered with betrayal and loyalty leads inexorably to despair. Catherine Sloper, in the first impetuous act of her life, gives her love to the fortune-hunting Morris Townsend. Her father, a physician of large talents and even larger income, forbids the marriage, accurately judging her suitor’s character, but permanently blighting his daughter’s life with his cruelty.

The book has several sources, including Jane Austen’s matchmaking novels and Balzac’s Eugénie Grandet. The most proximate origin, as James identified it in his notebooks, was a story that the celebrated English actress Fanny Kemble had told at a dinner party. Kemble’s story dealt with her own younger brother, whom she described as “luxurious” and untrustworthy. He had courted a “dull, plain, common-place girl,” attracted exclusively by her money. The girl’s father, a Cambridge Master, threatened his daughter with disinheritance if she married. The marriage never took place. When the still “handsome, selfish, impecunious” young Kemble returned years later, he proposed once again, and was once again refused. “H.K.’s selfishness,” Fanny Kemble concluded, “had overreached itself and this was the retribution of time.”

In translating Fanny Kemble’s story from England to New York, James conferred a distinctively American literary genealogy on Dr. Sloper. Just before he published Washington Square, James had written a book-length biography of Nathaniel Hawthorne. James argued that Hawthorne was the best novelist America had produced, but that even Hawthorne had been trapped by the meagerness of America’s cultural resources. Nonetheless, whatever James’s view of Hawthorne’s limits, Washington Square clearly exhibits Hawthorne’s powerful influence. Dr. Sloper unquestionably recalls that gallery of Hawthorne’s male figures, from Chillingworth in The Scarlet Letter to Dr. Rappaccini in “Rapaccini’s Daughter,” to Ethan Brand, in the story of that name. Cut off from what Hawthorne called “the magnetic chain of humanity,” these are men who exchange love for a pernicious curiosity, who permit humane feeling to be dominated by manipulative intellect. Like them, Dr. Sloper puts the demands of his superior knowledge ahead of whatever claims love might make. He is right in his suspicions of the fortune-hunting Morris, but the joy he takes in his powers of observation and deduction inflicts a terrible cost.

His daughter, Catherine, has grown up knowing that he finds her unattractive and unpromising; sadly, these are opinions with which she agrees. And, as the narrator makes clear, she is indeed far from brilliant. But she pays a high and undeserved price for her failure to measure up to her father’s expectations. Although Dr. Sloper is rarely explicit in his cruelty, he regards Catherine with bemused contempt, and treats her with an elegant irony that ultimately reaches to a species of sadism. Mrs. Almond, the shrewder of his two sisters, asks at one point whether he shall ever relent in his opposition to Morris. The doctor’s reply takes the form of a rhetorical question—“Shall a geometrical proposition relent?”—a self-chosen metaphor that vividly reveals the sterile inhumanity of his own conception of himself.

Throughout the first half of the novel, Catherine is presented as the passive object of everyone else’s exertions. The unscrupulous Morris wants to maneuver her into a marriage that will assure his permanent comfort. Aunt Lavinia Penniman, Dr. Sloper’s second sister, eager to serve as matchmaker, conspires with Morris out of a brainlessly misconceived benevolence, mainly to satisfy her own longing to play a featured role in a fairy tale elopement. Dr. Sloper challenges Catherine again and again to see Morris’s deficiencies for what they are and give him up.

Catherine will neither marry Morris in defiance of her father, nor will she renounce him. Midway through the novel, dissatisfied with the stalemate, the doctor decides to take his daughter on an extended tour of Europe. After several months of travel, during which Catherine continues to display a stolid obedience but also continues to receive letters from Morris, the story reaches an emotional climax in a lurid scene set in the Alps. Father and daughter find themselves on a high ridge, separated from their guide and alone together under a threatening sky.

Dr. Sloper chooses this gothic setting, amid the “hard-featured rocks,” to challenge her: “He stopped in front of her, and stood looking at her with eyes that had kept the light of the flushing snow-summits on which they had been fixed. Then, abruptly, in a low tone, he asked her an unexpected question: ‘Have you given him up?’ ” In this dangerous setting, his question seems deliberately intended to frighten her: “ ‘I am not a very good man,’ ” he tells her. “ ‘Though I am very smooth externally, at bottom I am very passionate; and I assure you I can be very hard.’ ”

Even under this duress, Catherine refuses to yield. A few weeks later, in a Liverpool hotel room on the eve of their return to America, the doctor confesses his defeat in an exceptionally vulgar figure of speech: “ ‘We have fattened the sheep for him before he kills it.’ ” In the face of this unconscionable assault, Catherine is reduced to dumbstruck silence. Her simple decency begins to assume the dimensions of heroism, though she doesn’t recognize it herself. Heroism is the last thing that this shy, insecure, instinctively agreeable young woman wants for herself. On the contrary, she wants only to be a good daughter, a task that, throughout her life, had actually filled her with “great excitement.” But her father’s adamantine resistance arouses a strength she never quite suspected she possessed.

Catherine’s courage is tested again on her return from Europe. When Morris is finally convinced that Dr. Sloper will never accept him as a son-in-law, and that marriage will not bring the wealth he had longed for, he simply walks out. At that point, Catherine has lost whatever chance of happiness she may have had. The adoration that had bound her to her father has been stifled, and the love she has offered to her suitor has been rejected.

From her own point of view the great facts of her career were that Morris Townsend had trifled with her affection, and that her father had broken its spring. Nothing could ever alter these facts; they were always there, like her name, her age, her plain face. Nothing could ever undo the wrong or cure the pain that Morris had inflicted on her, and nothing could ever make her feel towards her father as she felt in her younger years.

Though still in her early twenties, she can see all the way to the end of her life, and the vista is unrelievedly bleak.

In the end, Catherine extracts a kind of revenge on the two men who have wronged her. Though she is absolutely sure she will never marry Morris, she refuses to share that conviction with her father, thus denying him his mean-spirited triumph. He in turn attempts to punish her, by writing her out of his will, but it is a gesture that merely ratifies his own failure. Catherine grows into a quiet middle age, a mild and modestly conservative presence among her nieces and nephews. Two men make marriage proposals, but she rejects them. “ ‘I didn’t wish to marry,’ ” is all she can say; but it is clear that her capacity for affection has dried up.

As for Morris, he reappears in the final pages of the novel, after years of absence, a stout, pathetic figure, stripped of whatever glamour once attracted Catherine. Urged on by the irrepressible Lavinia, Morris makes one last attempt at reconciliation: even her small income would be preferable to the poverty in which he is now trapped. Catherine listens for only a moment or two before she dismisses Morris, then stands alone and motionless, “her eyes on the ground.” There is no hint of exultation in Catherine’s self-assertion. For her the future holds only survival, and the constant dull ache of the double abandonment she has suffered. The novel’s last sentence captures her fate with chilling precision: “Catherine, meanwhile, in the parlor, picking up her morsel of fancy-work, had seated herself with it again—for life, as it were.”

    *  *  *

    Washington Square was published serially on both sides of the Atlantic. The novel appeared in six installments in England’s Cornhill Magazine and in Harper’s New Monthly Magazine in New York, both America and Great Britain. Both magazines included illustrations by the noted artist, George du Maurier. Book publication followed, in December, 1880 (though the original title page is dated 1881). On several occasions, James himself expressed reservations about the book. When it was about to be published, he called it a “poorish story” in a letter to his friend, William Dean Howells; and he wrote another friend, Grace Norton, that it was “a slender tale of rather too narrow an interest.” To his brother, William, James wrote that “The young man in Washington Square is not a portrait—he is sketched from the outside merely. . . . The only good thing in the story is the girl.” Years later, when he was preparing the great collected edition of his work—the twenty-four volume “New York Edition”—Washington Square was among the novels he omitted.

How to explain James’s small regard for a book that many readers have found irresistible? Perhaps he disliked its reliance on melodrama, or its reduction of several of the main characters to near-caricature. Or perhaps he was reaffirming his discomfort with the American scene in which the story is set. Certainly, he would rarely again set a novel wholly or even in large part in the U.S. (The Bostonians [1885] is perhaps the most significant exception—and James omitted that novel from his “New York Edition” as well.)

Beyond that, the novel’s narrative tone is ultimately uncertain. There is a good deal of comedy in the book, and much of it is fine. But the narrator plays his comic part too readily; in particular taking inappropriate liberties with his own limited heroine. It is one thing for the book’s other characters to insist on Catherine’s inadequacies: their callousness is in fact measured to the inch by their treatment of her. It is quite another thing for the narrator to participate in Catherine’s diminishment, since she is intended to provide whatever moral centering the book possesses.

A couple of examples will suggest the problem. The first occurs early in Morris Townsend’s courtship: “ ‘We shall meet again,’ he said to Catherine as he left her, and Catherine thought it a very original speech.” Rather than simply conveying Catherine’s narrow upbringing and her naiveté, a comment such as this reduces her to lumpishness, and reveals the narrator as a merely sarcastic observer and commentator. Or when Mrs. Penniman suggests that Morris Townsend admired Catherine’s bright red dress: “Catherine did not say to herself in the dark, ‘My dress only?’ Mrs. Penniman’s announcement struck her by its richness, not by its meagerness.” Here again the narrator’s undisguised superiority to his own heroine effectively subjects her to ridicule, as do his comments on her bad taste in clothes, her indifference to ideas, even her tendency to overeat. Having undercut his main character in such passages, the narrator has difficulty investing her with the gravity her role eventually requires. Even in his early fiction, James’s narrative strategies were usually far more subtle than this.

Despite the relatively low valuation James set on the novel, Washington Square has remained among his most popular works. One evidence of the book’s enduring success lies in the numerous adaptations that have appeared. The first was a successful stage play, under the title The Heiress (1947), written by Ruth and Augustus Goetz. Two years later, that script was produced as a first-rate film; directed by William Wyler, this version of The Heiress starred Olivia DeHavilland as Catherine, Montgomery Clift as Morris Townsend, and Ralph Richardson as Dr. Sloper. Yet another version of the same script was refilmed for television in 1961, with Julie Harris in the role of Catherine. In 1977, Thomas Pasatieri transformed Washington Square into an opera in three acts. And in 1997, a second Hollywood version of the novel was produced, this time under James’s title; Jennifer Jason Leigh starred as Catherine, with Albert Finney in the role of her father.

These adaptations, and the novel’s steady sales over the past century, pay tribute to the vitality of James’s achievement. Whatever his own estimate, Washington Square has impressed generations of readers with the energy and insight of its central conflict, with its engaging and often witty narrative voice, with its clear-eyed account of an insular antebellum community, and above all with its unforgettable portrait of a young woman quietly asserting her dignity against the massed pressures of disparagement and greed.

Peter Conn

University of Pennsylvania


Washington Square

[image: Images]



1

[image: Images]

DURING a portion of the first half of the present century, and more particularly during the latter part of it, there flourished and practiced in the city of New York a physician who enjoyed perhaps an exceptional share of the consideration which, in the United States, has always been bestowed upon distinguished members of the medical profession. This profession in America has constantly been held in honor, and more successfully than elsewhere has put forward a claim to the epithet of “liberal.” In a country in which, to play a social part, you must either earn your income or make believe that you earn it, the healing art has appeared in a high degree to combine two recognized sources of credit. It belongs to the realm of the practical, which in the United States is a great recommendation; and it is touched by the light of science—a merit appreciated in a community in which the love of knowledge has not always been accompanied by leisure and opportunity.

It was an element in Doctor Sloper’s reputation that his learning and his skill were very evenly balanced; he was what you might call a scholarly doctor, and yet there was nothing abstract in his remedies—he always ordered you to take something. Though he was felt to be extremely thorough, he was not uncomfortably theoretic; and if he sometimes explained matters rather more minutely than might seem of use to the patient, he never went so far (like some practitioners one had heard of) as to trust to the explanation alone, but always left behind him an inscrutable prescription. There were some doctors that left the prescription without offering any explanation at all; and he did not belong to that class either, which was after all the most vulgar. It will be seen that I am describing a clever man; and this is really the reason why Doctor Sloper had become a local celebrity.

At the time at which we are chiefly concerned with him he was some fifty years of age, and his popularity was at its height. He was very witty, and he passed in the best society of New York for a man of the world—which, indeed, he was, in a very sufficient degree. I hasten to add, to anticipate possible misconception, that he was not the least of a charlatan. He was a thoroughly honest man—honest in a degree of which he had perhaps lacked the opportunity to give the complete measure; and, putting aside the great good nature of the circle in which he practiced, which was rather fond of boasting that it possessed the “brightest” doctor in the country, he daily justified his claim to the talents attributed to him by the popular voice. He was an observer, even a philosopher, and to be bright was so natural to him, and (as the popular voice said) came so easily, that he never aimed at mere effect, and had none of the little tricks and pretensions of second-rate reputations. It must be confessed that fortune had favored him, and that he had found the path to prosperity very soft to his tread. He had married, at the age of twenty-seven, for love, a very charming girl, Miss Catherine Harrington, of New York, who in addition to her charms, had brought him a solid dowry. Mrs. Sloper was amiable, graceful, accomplished, elegant, and in 1820 she had been one of the pretty girls of the small but promising capital which clustered about the Battery1 and overlooked the Bay, and of which the uppermost boundary was indicated by the grassy waysides of Canal Street.2 Even at the age of twenty-seven Austin Sloper had made his mark sufficiently to mitigate the anomaly of his having been chosen among a dozen suitors by a young woman of high fashion, who had ten thousand dollars of income and the most charming eyes in the island of Manhattan. These eyes, and some of their accompaniments, were for about five years, a source of extreme satisfaction to the young physician, who was both a devoted and a very happy husband.

The fact of his having married a rich woman made no difference in the line he had traced for himself, and he cultivated his profession with as definite a purpose as if he still had no other resources than his fraction of the modest patrimony which, on his father’s death, he had shared with his brothers and sisters. This purpose had not been preponderantly to make money—it had been rather to learn something and to do something. To learn something interesting, and to do something useful—this was, roughly speaking, the program he had sketched, and of which the accident of his wife having an income appeared to him in no degree to modify the validity. He was fond of his practice, and of exercising a skill of which he was agreeably conscious, and it was so patent a truth that if he were not a doctor there was nothing else he could be, that a doctor he persisted in being, in the best possible conditions. Of course his easy domestic situation saved him a good deal of drudgery, and his wife’s affiliation to the “best people” brought him a good many of those patients whose symptoms are, if not more interesting in themselves than those of the lower orders, at least more consistently displayed. He desired experience, and in the course of twenty years he got a great deal. It must be added that it came to him in some forms which, whatever might have been their intrinsic value, made it the reverse of welcome. His first child, a little boy of extraordinary promise, as the doctor, who was not addicted to easy enthusiasm, firmly believed, died at three years of age, in spite of everything that the mother’s tenderness and the father’s science could invent to save him. Two years later Mrs. Sloper gave birth to a second infant—an infant of a sex which rendered the poor child, to the doctor’s sense, an inadequate substitute for his lamented firstborn, of whom he had promised himself to make an admirable man. The little girl was a disappointment; but this was not the worst. A week after her birth the young mother, who, as the phrase is, had been doing well, suddenly betrayed alarming symptoms, and before another week had elapsed Austin Sloper was a widower.

For a man whose trade was to keep people alive he had certainly done poorly in his own family; and a bright doctor who within three years loses his wife and his little boy should perhaps be prepared to see either his skill or his affection impugned. Our friend, however, escaped criticism; that is, he escaped all criticism but his own, which was much the most competent and most formidable. He walked under the weight of this very private censure for the rest of his days, and bore forever the scars of a castigation to which the strongest hand he knew had treated him on the night that followed his wife’s death. The world, which, as I have said, appreciated him, pitied him too much to be ironical; his misfortune made him more interesting, and even helped him to be the fashion. It was observed that even medical families cannot escape the more insidious forms of disease, and that, after all, Doctor Sloper had lost other patients besides the two I have mentioned; which constituted an honorable precedent. His little girl remained to him; and though she was not what he had desired, he proposed to himself to make the best of her. He had on hand a stock of unexpended authority, by which the child, in its early years, profited largely. She had been named, as a matter of course, after her poor mother, and even in her most diminutive babyhood the doctor never called her anything but Catherine. She grew up a very robust and healthy child, and her father, as he looked at her, often said to himself that, such as she was, he at least need have no fear of losing her. I say “such as she was,” because, to tell the truth—But this is a truth of which I will defer the telling.
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WHEN the child was about ten years old, he invited his sister, Mrs. Penniman, to come and stay with him. The Miss Slopers had been but two in number, and both of them had married early in life. The younger, Mrs. Almond by name, was the wife of a prosperous merchant and the mother of a blooming family. She bloomed herself, indeed, and was a comely, comfortable, reasonable woman, and a favorite with her clever brother, who, in the matter of women, even when they were nearly related to him, was a man of distinct preferences. He preferred Mrs. Almond to his sister Lavinia, who had married a poor clergyman, of a sickly constitution and a flowery style of eloquence, and then, at the age of thirty-three, had been left a widow—without children, without fortune—with nothing but the memory of Mr. Penniman’s flowers of speech, a certain vague aroma of which hovered about her own conversation. Nevertheless, he had offered her a home under his own roof, which Lavinia accepted with the alacrity of a woman who had spent the ten years of her married life in the town of Poughkeepsie. The doctor had not proposed to Mrs. Penniman to come and live with him indefinitely; he had suggested that she should make an asylum of his house while she looked about for unfurnished lodgings. It is uncertain whether Mrs. Penniman ever instituted a search for unfurnished lodgings, but it is beyond dispute that she never found them. She settled herself with her brother and never went away, and, when Catherine was twenty years old, her Aunt Lavinia was still one of the most striking features of her immediate entourage. Mrs. Penniman’s own account of the matter was that she had remained to take charge of her niece’s education. She had given this account, at least, to everyone but the doctor, who never asked for explanations which he could entertain himself any day with inventing. Mrs. Penniman, moreover, though she had a good deal of a certain sort of artificial assurance, shrunk, for indefinable reasons, from presenting herself to her brother as a fountain of instruction. She had not a high sense of humor, but she had enough to prevent her from making this mistake; and her brother, on his side, had enough to excuse her, in her situation, for laying him under contribution during a considerable part of a lifetime. He therefore assented tacitly to the proposition which Mrs. Penniman had tacitly laid down, that it was of importance that the poor motherless girl should have a brilliant woman near her. His assent could only be tacit, for he had never been dazzled by his sister’s intellectual luster. Save when he fell in love with Catherine Harrington, he had never been dazzled, indeed, by any feminine characteristics whatever; and though he was to a certain extent what is called a ladies’ doctor, his private opinion of the more complicated sex was not exalted. He regarded its complications as more curious than edifying, and he had an idea of the beauty of reason, which was, on the whole, meagerly gratified by what he observed in his female patients. His wife had been a reasonable woman, but she was a bright exception; among several things that he was sure of, this was perhaps the principal. Such a conviction, of course, did little either to mitigate or to abbreviate his widowhood; and it set a limit to his recognition, at the best, of Catherine’s possibilities and of Mrs. Penniman’s ministrations. He nevertheless, at the end of six months, accepted his sister’s permanent presence as an accomplished fact, and as Catherine grew older, perceived that there were in effect good reasons why she should have a companion of her own imperfect sex. He was extremely polite to Lavinia, scrupulously, formally polite; and she had never seen him in anger but once in her life, when he lost his temper in a theological discussion with her late husband. With her he never discussed theology, nor, indeed, discussed anything; he contented himself with making known, very distinctly, in the form of a lucid ultimatum, his wishes with regard to Catherine.

Once, when the girl was about twelve years old, he had said to her:

“Try and make a clever woman of her, Lavinia; I should like her to be a clever woman.”

Mrs. Penniman, at this, looked thoughtful a moment. “My dear Austin,” she then inquired, “do you think it is better to be clever than to be good?”

“Good for what?” asked the doctor. “You are good for nothing unless you are clever.”

From this assertion Mrs. Penniman saw no reason to dissent; she possibly reflected that her own great use in the world was owing to her aptitude for many things.

“Of course I wish Catherine to be good,” the doctor said next day, “but she won’t be any the less virtuous for not being a fool. I am not afraid of her being wicked; she will never have the salt of malice in her character. She is ‘as good as good bread,’ as the French say; but six years hence I don’t want to have to compare her to good bread and butter.”

“Are you afraid she will be insipid? My dear brother, it is I who supply the butter; so you needn’t fear!” said Mrs. Penniman, who had taken in hand the child’s “accomplishments,” overlooking her at the piano, where Catherine displayed a certain talent, and going with her to the dancing class, where it must be confessed that she made but a modest figure.

Mrs. Penniman was a tall, thin, fair, rather faded woman, with a perfectly amiable disposition, a high standard of gentility, a taste for light literature, and a certain foolish indirectness and obliquity of character. She was romantic; she was sentimental; she had a passion for little secrets and mysteries—a very innocent passion, for her secrets had hitherto always been as unpractical as addled eggs. She was not absolutely veracious; but this defect was of no great consequence, for she had never had anything to conceal. She would have liked to have a lover, and to correspond with him under an assumed name, in letters left at a shop. I am bound to say that her imagination never carried the intimacy further than this. Mrs. Penniman had never had a lover, but her brother, who was very shrewd, understood her turn of mind. “When Catherine is about seventeen,” he said to himself, “Lavinia will try and persuade her that some young man with a moustache is in love with her. It will be quite untrue; no young man, with a moustache or without, will ever be in love with Catherine. But Lavinia will take it up, and talk to her about it; perhaps, even, if her taste for clandestine operations doesn’t prevail with her, she will talk to me about it. Catherine won’t see it, and won’t believe it, fortunately for her peace of mind; poor Catherine isn’t romantic.”

She was a healthy, well-grown child, without a trace of her mother’s beauty. She was not ugly; she had simply a plain, dull, gentle countenance. The most that had ever been said for her was that she had a “nice” face; and, though she was an heiress, no one had ever thought of regarding her as a belle. Her father’s opinion of her moral purity was abundantly justified; she was excellently, imperturbably good; affectionate, docile, obedient, and much addicted to speaking the truth. In her younger years she was a good deal of a romp, and, though it is an awkward confession to make about one’s heroine, I must add that she was something of a glutton. She never, that I know of, stole raisins out of the pantry; but she devoted her pocket money to the purchase of cream cakes. As regards this, however, a critical attitude would be inconsistent with a candid reference to the early annals of any biographer. Catherine was decidedly not clever; she was not quick with her book, nor, indeed, with anything else. She was not abnormally deficient, and she mustered learning enough to acquit herself respectably in conversation with her contemporaries—among whom it must be avowed, however, that she occupied a secondary place. It is well known that in New York it is possible for a young girl to occupy a primary one. Catherine, who was extremely modest, had no desire to shine, and on most social occasions, as they are called, you would have found her lurking in the background. She was extremely fond of her father, and very much afraid of him; she thought him the cleverest and handsomest and most celebrated of men. The poor girl found her account so completely in the exercise of her affections that the little tremor of fear that mixed itself with her filial passion gave the thing an extra relish rather than blunted its edge. Her deepest desire was to please him, and her conception of happiness was to know that she had succeeded in pleasing him. She had never succeeded beyond a certain point. Though, on the whole, he was very kind to her, she was perfectly aware of this, and to go beyond the point in question seemed to her really something to live for. What she could not know, of course, was that she disappointed him, though on three or four occasions the doctor had been almost frank about it. She grew up peacefully and prosperously; but at the age of eighteen Mrs. Penniman had not made a clever woman of her. Doctor Sloper would have liked to be proud of his daughter; but there was nothing to be proud of in poor Catherine. There was nothing, of course, to be ashamed of; but this was not enough for the doctor, who was a proud man, and would have enjoyed being able to think of his daughter as an unusual girl. There would have been a fitness in her being pretty and graceful, intelligent and distinguished—for her mother had been the most charming woman of her little day—and as regards her father, of course he knew his own value. He had moments of irritation at having produced a commonplace child, and he even went so far at times as to take a certain satisfaction in the thought that his wife had not lived to find her out. He was naturally slow in making this discovery himself, and it was not till Catherine had become a young lady grown that he regarded the matter as settled. He gave her the benefit of a great many doubts; he was in no haste to conclude. Mrs. Penniman frequently assured him that his daughter had a delightful nature; but he knew how to interpret this assurance. It meant, to his sense, that Catherine was not wise enough to discover that her aunt was a goose—a limitation of mind that could not fail to be agreeable to Mrs. Penniman. Both she and her brother, however, exaggerated the young girl’s limitations; for Catherine, though she was very fond of her aunt, and conscious of the gratitude she owed her, regarded her without a particle of that gentle dread which gave its stamp to her admiration of her father. To her mind there was nothing of the infinite about Mrs. Penniman; Catherine saw her all at once, as it were, and was not dazzled by the apparition; whereas her father’s great faculties seemed, as they stretched away, to lose themselves in a sort of luminous vagueness, which indicated, not that they stopped, but that Catherine’s own mind ceased to follow them.

It must not be supposed that Doctor Sloper visited his disappointment upon the poor girl, or ever let her suspect that she had played him a trick. On the contrary, for fear of being unjust to her, he did his duty with exemplary zeal, and recognized that she was a faithful and affectionate child. Besides, he was a philosopher: He smoked a good many cigars over his disappointment, and in the fullness of time he got used to it. He satisfied himself that he had expected nothing, though, indeed, with a certain oddity of reasoning. “I expect nothing,” he said to himself, “so that, if she gives me a surprise, it will be all clear gain. If she doesn’t, it will be no loss.” This was about the time Catherine had reached her eighteenth year; so that it will be seen her father had not been precipitate. At this time she seemed not only incapable of giving surprises; it was almost a question whether she could have received one—she was so quiet and irresponsive. People who expressed themselves roughly called her stolid. But she was irresponsive because she was shy, uncomfortably, painfully shy. This was not always understood, and she sometimes produced an impression of insensibility. In reality, she was the softest creature in the world.


3

[image: Images]

AS A CHILD she had promised to be tall; but when she was sixteen she ceased to grow, and her stature, like most other points in her composition, was not unusual. She was strong, however, and properly made, and, fortunately, her health was excellent. It has been noted that the doctor was a philosopher, but I would not have answered for his philosophy if the poor girl had proved a sickly and suffering person. Her appearance of health constituted her principal claim to beauty; and her clear, fresh complexion, in which white and red were very equally distributed, was, indeed, an excellent thing to see. Her eye was small and quiet, her features were rather thick, her tresses brown and smooth. A dull, plain girl she was called by rigorous critics—a quiet, ladylike girl, by those of the more imaginative sort; but by neither class was she very elaborately discussed. When it had been duly impressed upon her that she was a young lady—it was a good while before she could believe it—she suddenly developed a lively taste for dress: A lively taste is quite the expression to use. I feel as if I ought to write it very small, her judgment in this matter was by no means infallible; it was liable to confusions and embarrassments. Her great indulgence of it was really the desire of a rather inarticulate nature to manifest itself; she sought to be eloquent in her garments, and to make up for her diffidence of speech by a fine frankness of costume. But if she expressed herself in her clothes, it is certain that people were not to blame for not thinking her a witty person. It must be added that, though she had the expectation of a fortune—Doctor Sloper for a long time had been making twenty thousand dollars a year by his profession, and laying aside the half of it—the amount of money at her disposal was not greater than the allowance made to many poorer girls. In those days, in New York, there were still a few altar fires flickering in the temple of republican simplicity, and Doctor Sloper would have been glad to see his daughter present herself, with a classic grace, as a priestess of this mild faith. It made him fairly grimace, in private, to think that a child of his should be both ugly and over-dressed. For himself, he was fond of the good things of life, and he made a considerable use of them; but he had a dread of vulgarity, and even a theory that it was increasing in the society that surrounded him. Moreover, the standard of luxury in the United States thirty years ago was carried by no means so high as at present, and Catherine’s clever father took the old-fashioned view of the education of young persons. He had no particular theory on the subject; it had scarcely as yet become a necessity of self-defense to have a collection of theories. It simply appeared to him proper and reasonable that a well-bred young woman should not carry half her fortune on her back. Catherine’s back was a broad one, and would have carried a good deal; but to the weight of the paternal displeasure she never ventured to expose it, and our heroine was twenty years old before she treated herself, for evening wear, to a red satin gown trimmed with gold fringe, though this was an article which, for many years, she had coveted in secret. It made her look, when she sported it, like a woman of thirty; but oddly enough, in spite of her taste for fine clothes, she had not a grain of coquetry, and her anxiety when she put them on was as to whether they, and not she, would look well. It is a point on which history has not been explicit, but the assumption is warrantable; it was in the royal raiment just mentioned that she presented herself at a little entertainment given by her aunt, Mrs. Almond. The girl was at this time in her twenty-first year, and Mrs. Almond’s party was the beginning of something very important.
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